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Wolfgang Weingart: Question on
Typographic Education
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previous page: Wolfgang Weingart
demonstrating a point to his typography
workshop class; Massachusetts College of
Art, Boston, Massachusetts, March 10,
2000. Photopraph by Elizabeth Resnick
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Basel, the Computer, and Its Consequences

Design schools have been subject to continuous changes in structure since the
end of the Second World War. The rapid mechanization of all branches of study
collectively embraced by the term "applied arts" is evident through new teaching
materials, new teaching methods, and changes in the work environment. These
visible changes are not, however, the most important ones. Noteworthy and
considered much too little are the altered mentalities of students and teachers
brought about by constant interaction with highly developed machines and

We are just beginning to realize that technological advances are often
achieved at the risk of stunting human imagination and sense. Moved by the
opinion that the slow forfeit of handwork cannot be made up for by technology
and mechanization, the teaching staff at the Basel School of design in Switzerland
has had to search for new educational models. Especially in disciplines where
automation has taken extreme forms (e.g., typography, photography and graphic
design), new methods of instruction have had to be developed, fighting against
the negative effects of mechanization without adopting an anti-technology

The fact that this has happened is due in large part to the efforts of
Wolfgang Weingart. He has tried to reestablish the unity between thinking and
producing, identifying the process as one of sensory interaction. Within our
changing technological environment, Weingart has developed an educational
approach that allows the individual to prove his authority over technology. he has
helped the Basel School of design, which since the eighteenth century has
oriented itself toward humanistic education, to attain new perspectives.

Armin Hofmann
15. April 1999
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For 32 years, Wolfgang Weingart has challenged the
boundaries of traditional Swiss typography with his
highly personal expressive body of experiemental
typographic work. His personal visual research has
served as the foundation of his exploratory
approach to the teaching of typography at the
Basel School of Design since 1968. This interview
took place in July of 1998 while Wolfgang Weingart
was in residence at the Maine College of Art in
Portland, Maine. In January 2000, a seminal view of
Weingart's thinking will be available by Lars Miiller
Publishers in the form of a 520-page book titled
"Wolfgang Weingart: Typography My Way to
Typography."
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Elizabeth Resnick and Wolfgang Weingart
in Elizabeth Resnick's office at
Massachusetts College of Art, sitting under
one of Weingart's posters, March 15, 2000.
Photopraph by Kathy Wolf
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‘To teach is not difficult.
It's just that you must not teach dumb things.’

Interview by Elizabeth Resnick
Portland, Maine / july 23, 1998
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Elizabeth Resnick (ER): In 1968 Armin Hofmann hired you to
teach typography in the Advanced Class for Graphic Design
at the Basel School of Design in Switzerland. You have
stated in numerous articles and lectures that you consider
yourself a self-taught designer and educator. How did you
develop your approach to teaching typography?

Wolfgang Weingart (WW): | would like to explain the first
statement, because | don't consider myself as hired to
teach. At the beginning of my three-year typesetting
apprenticeship in Stuttgart, Germany, | became fascinated
with Swiss typography and graphic design, and arranged a
visit to Basel in March 1963 specifically to meet Armin
Hofmann. During the interview with the hope of being
accepted into the school, | showed him my work. At twenty
two years old, | was astonished when he asked me if |
wouldn't once consider teaching in his graphic design
program. On the same day Hofmann introduced me to Emil
Ruder.

A year later | moved to Basel, enrolled in the
school as an independen student, and supported myself by
working for printing and typesetting houses. | was not a
student of Ruder, but during his typography classes | was
granted full permission to use the facilities and presses in
the typeshop for my typographic experiments. By 1968
Ruder had been the director of the school for three years,
and was not in good health. Initiated by Hofmann, invited
by both, | was asked to assist Emil Ruder during his four-
hour class. Our unlikely teaching relationship was to begin
in April for the coming semester, but it never happened as
planned. Ruder was in and out of the hospital so often that
1 had to take over his class from the beginning.
Consequently, | became his successor.

The question was how | developed my
approach to teaching. I'd already had an intense
relationship to typography as a typesetter. In fact, it was
obligatory to have completed training in metal typesetting
in order to teach typography in Basel. My intention was to
make it different from the way Ruder taught, to go away
from his strict typography, to push typography in the
direction of graphic design.

ER: How did Emil Ruder feel about that direction?

WW: He felt very positive. Ruder and Hofmann were very
wise personalities. They've been accused of a certain

dogmatism, but they were in many things not dogmatic,
actually very open. They could sense potential and would
staunchly support it. | had a vision, a very clear vision of
what | wanted the students to experience, but | needed a
plan. | feared that the students, most of them coming from
America, might be better than me. It was a risk to begin
teaching, but | was not afraid to teach. | had to try, to see
what would happen. The students went crazy for this
different way to make typography, radically different from
how they had learned in their schools, and different from
the so-called International Style. This completely new
viewpoint of typography gained momentum until | had
more and more students behind me, like an army. We were
all around the same age in those years, me and my
students.

ER: Did you feel you were leaming as well?

WW: Yes, | was not a trained instructor. With the help of
certain students | learned to develop a method of teaching.
We discussed what was already working, but how the
content could be better structured.

ER: Has your approach to typographic education changed
much since you began
teaching in 19687

WW: From the system and in comparison to other schools,
it seems to change somewhat every five years. | don't
teach academically. | teach from my intuition.

ER: So you've remained fairly consistent in your approach?

WW: The issue of Design Quarterly from 1985 is a good
example to see what we've done and what we do in my
classes. All the steps are clearly shown: we went away from
spacing letters, we made film collages, experiments with
text, and then, the very early research on the computer.

ER: Have you changed your teaching methodologies in any
way?

WW: No. Since the beginning of the 90's not much has
changed. We don't have so many parties anymore. | get
older, but the students stay the same age.

ER: Have you noticed any significant changes in student
attitudes?

WW: They are more lazy and less crazy. Lazy because they
sit down in front of the computer and push the buttons.
They don't think as much. Sometimes the creativity is much
less. Often they arrive too quickly at results. The students
create portfolio work very slicky on the computer spending
months and months for production. They consider their
portfolios more important than learning in Basel. This
tendency is increasing. Although | fight against it in my
classes, they go behind my back to another computer in
the school.

ER: Why do you think that?

WW: Time. The influence of internet and electronic tools.
Because of the internet no one will go to the libraries in
the future. Students will sit in their homes and study.
Perhaps we won't have cars anymore. That would be
wonderful. Another dream of mine would be to work within
a group of teachers and students internationally. | explain
something in the typeshop with four cameras in the room,
a simultaneous broadcast via internet. Before you had to
make the effort to go to the library to get information
about Jan Tschichold.

It might take a half a day, or an entire day. Now students
just lie in their beds and type. There is a danger however.
Wrong information appears on the internet. Take one
example. Years ago | gave a lecture in Amsterdam.
Someone transcribed the spoken lecture from a tape who
was not an expert in design. The ‘printed’ result appeared
on the internet as a reference to "A. Pelgram’, which when
pronounced sounds somewhat like ‘April Greiman'. This is
not only the misspelling of names, this is misieading
information. Transcribed from the same lecture, Ruder
into a chaos which we cannot hold back.

Before the influence of advertising typography
had spread to Europe, type composers and proofreaders
were employed by the printer. The trained composer
composed. No one in the world would compose but the
composer. In a separate enclosed room were the
proofreaders, highly specialized experts for particular or
various languages, bilingual or muiti-lingual, often
specialists in the terminology for different fields of
knowledge. When the personal computer came on the
market in 1984, the professions of type composer and
proofreader became dispensable.
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letterform, and color. | am working together with a teacher
in our school, for example, developing an advanced course
in interactive typography. In my first-year classes, however,
solving elementary typographic problems by hand’ is
prerequisite for more complicated work. We believe this
foundation gives students something solid, stimulates
perception and develops individual creativity, not only
viable in today's design practice, but of highest priority. If
the question implies that competence in using computer
programs is an existing professional standard, | don't
believe this is the responsibility of an art or design school.
It's a short-sighted misunderstanding of our educational
objectives, and would be a mistake for Basel to train
technicians. Most students already know the usual
programs anyway, and if they cannot leam the latest
software on their own, then they should take a night
course.

ER: Do you still teach metal typesetting?

WW: No. | haven't taught students to typeset in lead for
three years. It's not possible anymore to operate the
equipment at the highest level of technical standards. The
person who maintained the presses has retired and the
typefoundries don't exist anymore. That means we can't
replace broken characters. Without good equipment we
can't produce anything of quality, so in a way | was forced
to stop. The process of metal typesetting is also extremely
time-consuming. For several years | made a middie-way
experimentation: the students composed in lead type
learning correct word distances, and afterwards typeset on
the computer. They made the same mistakes. This paraliel
combination from lead to screen was 100 theoretical, it
didn’t work. Because they were not able to transfer the
leaming experience, | gave up this approach.

ER: In the recent article published in Communication Arts
[Mayflune 1998] , it states that the Basel School of Design
is currently reassessing its curriculum and teaching
methods with major changes to be announced. What does
this mean?

WW: To explain how and why our school is changing the
following overview is important. First, the Basel School of
Design is not the only school for art and design in
Switzerland. Secondly, various curricula and programs exist
for different design areas within the school. Its international

reputation, today accrued to the overall Basel School of
Design, developed out of a degree program, the
professional graphic design program, the Grafikfachklasse.
In the late "50s, in response to the growing interest of
many trained designers both in Switzerland and in America
who were searching for a means 10 deepen or extend their
knowledge and skills, a unique post-graduate program for
graphic design was conceived by Armin Hofmann and Emil
Ruder, the Weiterbildungsklasse fur Grafik was officially
founded in 1968. The influence of this program became a
phenomenon. Generations of Basel students have become
teachers all over the world. Significantly, this international
program was not bound by state and federal regulations.
After thirty two years of independence, however, the
program now confronts a political challenge.

Historically originating with the guilds of
mediaeval times, art and design schools in Switzerland
have been under the official jurisdiction of the public trade
school system for over one hundred years, the
Kunstgewerbeschulen. Many trades have become obsolete,
or have transformed, as in our profession from graphic ant
to graphic design to visual communication. The vocational
school system itself however has remained decades behind,
and is at last, undergoing major reformation. Unlike in the
United States and elsewhere, Swiss art and design schools
have never been instituted within a university or college
system. Currently, the initiative is to elevate certain design
schools to the selective academic status of a university,
Competition for governmental validation this last year has
instigated fusions between schools in different cities, the
specialization of schools, the consolidation of programs
and courses within schools, documentation and justification
of present and planned courses, enroliment quotas,
tightened budgets, faculty dismissals and many other
confusions. What this means is that schools for art and
design in Switzerland are at a crossroads. Maving recently
endured this procedure the Basel School of Design is one
of the four schools in the German-speaking part of the
country, including Zurich, Berne, and Lucerne, to have been
awarded the higher rank of accreditation. Two specific
results of the new school structure in Basel are: the post-
graduate program is part of an umbrella design department
with a different name, and an official diploma can be
offered also to foreign students. Our schools in Switzerland
will be more and more controlied by the state, in other
words, subject 10 federal regulation. To this end our new

school director believes that it will be necessary to
implement more communication theory courses, more guest
lecturers, and more exchange programs. | think this is
important, but not too important. Teaching methods are the
responsibility of the individual teachers, and we continually
assess our curriculum. The most significant upheaval in our
classes was over ten years ago in response to the impact
of almost concurrent changes, namely, the retirement of
pillar teachers and the introduction of computer technology.

The school’'s new administrative empowerment
may bring benefits, but it also means that the state can
now impose other restrictions, like setting up review
committees to observe in the classroom. This is absolute

inhibited in favor of uniformity, the first step towards
mediocrity. Do these state controllers have the right or
competence to assess our visual language? The next
generation will have to fight to find their own way.

ER: How does this affect you?

WW: Personally, not at all. | believe that | make a
constructive contribution to our school. Over thirty years
ago the school gave me an incredible opportunity. From the
beginning I've been accepted and supported in everything
I've done. Either the Basel school will go on, or it will be
drowned in bureauocracy. As a teacher of design | see
another very dark and depressing aspect of this state-
controlied bureaucracy which deals mainly with the
allocation of funds. Departmental budgets are justifiable
only according to the level of technological sophistication;
superficial lip-service is given to the cultural implications.
Indirectly, the state is forcing the individual towards
compliance with every technological trend. There is no
chance to survive as a design school, or as a design
student, without computer proficiency. The risk is the loss
of individuality, the loss of choice. What is dangerous is
that the people who don't like working with the computer
have no chance. Those young people who do not fit into
the system may never find their place in a profession. Of
no quantifiable societal value or reward, their basic creative
impulse, originating in childhood, will gradually be
destroyed. This | find tragic, and it affects me deeply.
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*I feel fortunate that | had the opportunity to
meet and work with Weingart, 2 master
craftsman, artist, and teacher. His enthusiasm
had a clear impact on the group - people
arrived before 9 am and no one wanted to
leave.even for lunch. He had so much to offer
with only a short amount of time to absord it. It
was also a joy to spend three days with people
S0 passionate about the art of typography.an
experience | won't soon forget.”

“Carroll Conquest, Conquest Design

“The workshop was a great shot in the arm. It
was good to step back from the daily grind,
getting in touch with one’s roots as a
typographer. There's nothing quite like
“pushing type around” to get the blood flowin’!
It was also a great opportunity to hear
Weingart's wonderful stories and opinions
about design.*

-Tim Hiltabiddle, Tim Hiltabiddle Design

*I can't shut up about Weingart's workshop -
typography bootcamp without the push-ups.
When I'm Railing away at the keyboard, it's
easy to forget that type doesn't come out of the
computer looking great - It needs work, even in
2 piece dominated by imagery. Weingart's body
of work demonstrates that typography doesn't
have to drone, it can sing. Both his work and
his personal approach to typography are
inspirational, and as an educator he is superb.
He could teach typography to squids. | really
didn't have the money for the workshop, but if |
end up eating Peanut Butter & Jelly sandwiches
for the next 6 months, it was worth it!*

-Caryl Haddock, FatfFish Design

ER: Are you ready to go on to something else?

WW: In a way, yes. | would like to open a restaurant. In
1948 | started to cook, and still love it. | had something to
offer the school, and now | have something to offer with
my own unique menus. Once | believe in something it
seldom doesn't work.

ER: In your 5-day typography workshops, such as the one
you are currently teaching at the Maine College of Art, how
do you condense the teaching of typography into such a
short time? What do you hope your students come away
with?

WW: As | said before, | give basic exercises which can
always be applied. My goal is to open their eyes to a
certain kind of sensitivity, to increase the students’
perception of typography in general. The exercises are
combined with related lectures and discussions about
graphic design in school and in the practice. I've learned
how to compress this material together like in a sardine
box. My experience tells me how to take into account those
students who work more slowly. For me the most important
aspect is that they all go out of the door on Friday
afternoon without being confused. | hope they return home
after this five-day workshop with a clear orientation, as a
basis for deeper questions about typography. More |
cannot do.

ER: Today there are legions of young designers who have
embraced computers as their only aesthetic tool. How do
you feel about students working artistically with digital
technology?

WW: If a computer creates anything good, it's only because
the person who used the computer was good. It cannot
even make a good ragged right, ragged left, or middle axis.
Using the commands, it still comes out wrong -
aesthetically. The computer cannot be considered an
aesthetic tool. The word aesthetic stems from the Greek
language. As an adjective it means sensitive; its verb form
means to perceive. If you know what you're doing, specific
kerning can be beautifully accomplished on the computer
~manually, but still faster and better than with lead. The
speed and flexibility of the computer is its wonderful
potential, but therein lies the deception for these legions of
young designers. Achieving genuine aesthetic quality with

the computer presumes a rigorous sense of discipline on
the part of the designer. This is the reason that |
demonstrate on the computer for three hours as a
significant part of the Portland workshop. | try to get the
students to question typographic details with the overall
aim of provoking discernment, to see differences, to
become ~ in a positive sense ~ critical of the machine.

ER: Do you see a future for teaching typography in the way
it has been taught in the past?

WW: We don't need teachers; we need masters. It might be
that conventional schools will not be necessary. We don't
need lithographers anymore, and not typesetters. Do we
need schools to train graphic designers? If you want to go
into business, you can learn it by yourself. Buy a computer
and support equipment, read the manuals, get on the
internet and take workshops. With a small investment you
can set up your studio and save the rising costs of going to
school. Most likely schools will be only for the elite in the
future, able to set their own standards.

ER: Do you feel computers foster creativity among
students?

WW: For the last six years [1993-1998] | have given my
typography workshop as a part of the Summer Institute in
Graphic Design at the Maine College of Art in Portland.
Most of the participants are practicing designers who tell
me that they are relieved to get away from working with
the computer, that working in front of a screen all day
makes them numb.

Our society is not intact. Essentially governed
by the power of money, we've been trapped in a system
pervasively influenced by technology. Every human being
has been forced to use electronic tools, and | am concerned
that a relationship to the earth, human feelings, intuition,
and our private dream worlds are being destroyed -
starting in childhood with computerized toys and leaming
devices. When students tell me that they cannot work
because the computer broke down, or because systems
were incompatible, or that they need a faster machine to
realize an idea, then | like to see what they can do without
the computer. More important is that the students see for
themselves what they can do without it. A dependence on
computers, especially in design education, impairs the
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“Wengart's dedication 10 the workshop was
amanng Since hs arrival in Boston we had
been out at soCial events every nght past
mudnaght Me never once complaned sbout
Petling up earty 10 teach - he truly s & Mmaster
educator *

(Ehzabeth Resnech)

Top Wollgang Wengart wortuing with students
n the typogr aphy workshop class
Massachusetts College of Art. Boston

Bottom Wollgang Wengarn autogr aphing his
new book in Elzabeth Resnich's office at the
Massachusetts College of Ant

Photograph Eluzabeth Resnch
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development of the students’ creative authority
ultimately, crippling the imagination.

ER: At the end of 1984 you included the Apple computer in
your curriculum for its ‘new worlds of graphic possibilities’.
Now you seem 1o have grown less enthusiastic for the
computer in the educational environment. Can you explain
what changed your mind?

WW: | made one of the biggest errors of judgment in my
life. | completely miscalculated. These new worlds of
graphic possibilites have degenerated into formalism.
When | started experimenting with metal and wood letters,
| came 10 new ideas because | wanted the push the limits
of the technical process. Because of my training | knew my
equipment and tools inside and out. If the letterpress
didn't work | could fix it, take it apart, and put it back
together again. In the darkroom or with the reprocamera |
knew the materials, the techniques and the process so
exactly that it served me - and not the other way around
What a craftsman learns is how to make decisions -
through trial and error, mistakes and struggies. These were
the skills which | learmned; they became mine. Because of
these skills | was able to give form to my inspiration, to
express my emotional response to the deserts of Syria or
jordan through the media of type and photography. Today
the problem is more abstract, and therefore more complex.
Students cannot open up the computer with a screwdriver
to see how it works. They cannot take it apart and put it
back together again from scratch, not physically, and not
figuratively. My mother told me an interesting fact. In
Germany in the thirties when she leamed to drive a car, It
was a law that before being granted a license to drive, she
had to make not only a driving examination, but also had
to pass another test. She had to be able to dismantie the
car in order to make basic mechanical repairs - the proof
that she understood how the vehicle functioned

Most of the younger designers lack, in
principle, this primary and intimate relationship with the
vehicle they are using. Digital design is not my means of
expression, but it's obvious that the professional graphic
and typographic work of today is in general the tragic work
of puppet designers who show clever tricks, who have
become preoccupied with special effects, who have been
caught in a desperate search to discover their originality. |
do not wish to address what confusion that must mean for
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Elizabeth Resnick s an assistant professor in the
Communications Design Department at the
Massachusetts College of Art in Boston,
Massachusetts She also operates Elizabeth
Resnick Design in Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts,
and has published interviews with Makoto Sano
[EYE 35), Jan van Toorn [AIGA Journal] and John
Maeda [EYE 37)

their chents. | also do not wish 10 comment upon what, or
i, they are communicating. They have neither been trained
in a traditional craft, nor have they had the opportunity to
learn to think as the computer ‘thinks’. Lured into schools
promoting a comprehensive but often vague curriculum,
usually at the expense of substance, this generation has
been cheated from both sides.

ER: Mave you seen any experimental interactive work
created by designers that has excited you’

WW: Very few practicing designers are able to program the
computer. | think this is one of the reasons that everything
looks the same today. Fewer still are computer sclentists
who have also been traditionally educated in art and
design. john Maeda, assistant Professor of Design and
Computation at the MIT Media Lab in Cambridge, showed
me his experimental interactive work in july 1997 on a
notebook computer in my kitchen in Basel. On this first
meeting without knowing his background, | thought -
finally, something fresh and authentic. Since then | have
invited him to give a lecture and demonstration during the
Portland workshop for two years. Maeda has said:
“Advanced digital design work is usually a fancily
decorated package that hides an empty core. Skill in the
digital age is confused with mastery of digital tools,
masking the importance of understanding materials and
mastering the elements of form. *

We have even more to anticipate with the very
young kids, those bom around 1982. Since they have been
on the earth, they have grown up with mass media in
potent combination with electronic and digital technology.
This is the first generation where at home and in school,
television, video, radio, print, multi-media, interactive
games, digital music, computers, internet, and e-mail are
taken for granted. Soon there will be no need 1o teach the
mass-marketed computer programs; basic programming
skills will be common knowledge. Bombarded on every
level, extremely influenced by trends, the worldwide
consumption of clothing, sport and even food styles - what
will they need to learn about design? What will their
expectations be? if my colleagues in school are open and
willing to face this pivotal challenge, | still have a few more
years before I'm ready to retire. B
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